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Differential interpretations in the discourse of ‘people’s power’: unveiling 
intellectual heritage and normative democratic thought. 
 
The period of 1980s people’s power in South Africa is often regarded as having held 
the promise of a participatory form of democracy, emerging either spontaneously from 
the grassroots or as a response to calls from the banned African National Congress 
(ANC). Examination of the ideas and intellectual traditions that shaped people’s power, 
however, suggests greater variation in its interpretation and conceptual development 
than existing literature suggests. Through examination of historic documents and 
interviews with ANC cadres, activists and participants, this paper analyses the 
theoretical heritage of people’s power and the normative understanding of democracy 
it entailed. It argues that people’s power did not incorporate any singular, uniform 
conception of popular participation but was rather shaped by a multiplicity of 
ideological and intellectual currents feeding into the ANC camp. As such, we can 
identify many common threads but also conceptual discomfort in the understandings 
that emerged. Crucially for democracy, these variations remained unreconciled. The 
presence of multiple discourses and survival of conceptual tension in effect posed an 
impediment to the translation of people’s power’s into an institutional model for a 
democratic state. 
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Introduction 
The conceptual complexity of ‘people’s power’ is generally overlooked in what is perceived 
to be either a spontaneous uprising from below or an ANC-orchestrated phenomenon. It has 
also been interpreted by many on the South African Left as a reflection of popular desire for a 
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participatory democratic future – an aspiration displaced after 1994 by its liberal representative 
alternative. There exists a variety of accounts of popular unrest in the 1980s, examining 
people’s power as both a national movement and a localised activity. Some of the most useful 
and detailed accounts have been produced by Seekings (1991, 1992a, 1992b, 2000), Cherry 
(2000), van Kessel (2000), Mayekiso (1996), Mufson (1990), Marks (2001), Bozzoli (2004), 
Steinberg (2000) and Jeffery (2009). Their work covers community- and region-specific 
studies, as well as encompassing debates about the origins of people’s power as a movement 
from below versus an ANC-driven project.  
 Other research by Barrell (1992, 1993) and Simpson (2009), while largely preceding 
the height of people’s power, examine extensively the evolution of the ANC’s armed struggle 
and its intersection with domestic political activity. Their work thus provides important context 
of the strategic considerations in which ideas about participation emerged. Analysis of the 
conceptual development of people’s power and its theoretical underpinnings, however, remain 
minimal. Even Jeffery’s analysis (2009) which incorporates the role of external and internal 
movements and unleashes considerable criticism of the ANC and UDF for the perpetration of 
revolutionary violence, overlooks the role of ideas in shaping the practice of struggle. For a 
phenomenon often cited in the vision for a democratic future, our breadth of understanding of 
its ideological inspiration and intellectual heritage is limited.  
This article therefore seeks to go beyond both local manifestations and broader operational 
strategy to the conceptual composition of people’s power, with particular reference to its 
normative ideas about participation and democracy. It seeks to show that, as a concept and 
practice, people’s power was shaped not only by one particular strand of the movement, but by 
the ANC as a whole. Although a feature of local activity during a period in which the ANC 
was banned, people’s power did not develop in an organisational or conceptual vacuum. 
Rather, it formed part of a broader trajectory of democratic thought shaped by the ideological 
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breadth of the movement. As such, no singular, uniform understanding of people’s power can 
be identified. Moreover, despite the presence of a dominant discourse of pre-figurative radical 
democracy, there was no clear or standardised vision of people’s power as a model for a 
democratic future.  
 The paper begins by providing some background and context to the people’s power 
movement. It then goes on to explore its main constituent themes and discourses, examining 
the variety of ideas it embodied and linking them to their theoretical and ideological heritage. 
The final section concludes by summarising this conceptual composition, suggesting that the 
multifarious interpretations of people’s power pose an obstacle to its conversion into an 
institutional democratic form.  
The emergence of people’s power 
In its general sense, ‘people’s power’ referred to the era between 1985 and 1987 of popular 
organisation and challenge to the apartheid state’s authority. In its more specific sense, it 
referred to structures and organisational activity instigated within communities to exert a 
measure of popular control. Largely established by activists and civic organisers, ‘organs of 
people’s power’ took the form of structures such as people’s committees and forums for 
popular justice, their purpose ranging from providing advice and services to residents, to 
challenging state legitimacy and acting as de facto organs of self-government. 
The emergence of this phenomenon can be explained by a combination of changing 
domestic socio-economic conditions and a broadening ANC hegemony. With the Soweto 
uprising of 1976 and mounting popular protest, the exiled liberation movement began to re-
orient its strategy to one in which popular organisation at home would provide the basis for 
armed challenge to the state. From 1979, its revolutionary strategy became oriented around the 
notion of ‘peoples war’ which encompassed an increased appreciation of not only the military 
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but the political aspects of struggle and gave new emphasis to ‘the active and conscious 
participation of the masses’ (ANC 1979).  
Amidst growing politicisation and the daily grind of life under apartheid a number of civic, 
community and issue-based organisations were formed. It was from nascent organisation 
around local material struggles that the structures of people’s power emerged. Feeding into this 
activity was the United Democratic Front (UDF). Originally established to protest the elections 
for the tricameral parliament,1 the UDF had by the end of 1984 turned its attention to broader 
political organisation. As a ‘Front’ structure, comprised of a multitude of civic and sectoral 
affiliates, the UDF saw its role as linking ‘local struggles’ to ‘national interests’ (UDF c.1987) 
and became largely associated with the banned ANC. The ANC-aligned movement at home, 
incorporating the UDF, civic associations and some trade unions became know as the Mass 
Democratic Movement (MDM).  
Themes and discourses in the conception of people’s power 
Although the experience of people’s power differed across South Africa, the movement can 
nevertheless be characterised by certain ideas and practices. Each of these are visible, to 
varying degrees, in either the discourse of the UDF, discussions and statements of the ANC, 
and/or the activities of grassroots affiliates. Often, these currents complimented one another 
and were by no means mutually exclusive. In other instances, there was conceptual variation 
and ideas can be attributed to particular sections or strands of the movement. These discourses 
reflect both the respective preoccupations of national and local struggles, and the ideological 
diversity of the ANC camp. 
Pre-figurative radical democracy 
                                                      
1 In 1983, the apartheid regime put forward proposals for a tricameral parliament to house Whites, Indians and 
Coloureds, with the exclusion of Black South Africans.  
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A key theme in the people’s power discourse was the idea of pre-figurative democracy in which 
people’s power was not only a form of struggle but a prototype of what was being fought for. 
In a reflection on the year of 1985, the UDF asserted: ‘it is possible to build mass bases, 
democratic organisation, which in the course of confronting and challenging the existing state, 
begin also to lay the seeds of a future society.’ (1985-6, p. 2). It was in the UDF’s theoretical 
journal, Isizwe, in March 1986 that the notion of pre-figurative democracy was introduced:  
- the building of people’s power is something that is already beginning to happen in the 
course of our struggle. It is not for us to sit back and merely dream of the day that the 
people shall govern. It is our task to start to realise that goal now. We must start the 
process of liberating South Africa. We must begin to place power in the hands of the 
people, in all spheres … Even in the present we must start to build the beginnings of 
our future society … Building people’s power is a training ground, a school for the 
future. [Underlining in original] (UDF 1986a, p. 2-3). 
     The linking of popular structures and localised struggles to ideas about a democratic future 
appears to have taken place within the liberation movement from about 1986, although organs 
such as street and area committees began to form much earlier. In April 1985 the ANC called 
on South Africans to replace the ‘collapsing government stooge councils with people’s 
committees … which could become the embryos of people’s power’ (ANC NEC 1985). Its 
subsequent statement on 8 January 1986 took this further by linking people’s power 
conceptually to the power of the ANC (ANC NEC 1986). It is only in its ‘Call to the People’ 
in May of 1986, however, that the ANC made reference to specific structures of people’s power 
as a replacement of existing state administration (ANC 1986).  
     Whether a response to ANC policy or to grassroots needs, for the UDF the establishment of 
people’s power said something about the society envisaged - both during the phase of struggle 
and into the future. The Front made quite clear that the ‘The rudimentary organs of people’s 
power … represent in many ways the beginnings of the kind of democracy we are striving for’ 
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(Morobe 1987, p. 83). Underpinning this discourse was a belief in the inadequacy of 
representative democracy. This was by no means a wholesale rejection of representation: both 
the civics and UDF, as well organs of people’s power, involved elections and tiers of 
representatives. Representative democracy alone, however, was seen as insufficient (Morobe 
1987, Boraine 1987, Seedat Interview, 13 May 2013). 
     In setting out its own view of democracy in a speech by Murphy Morobe, the UDF asserted 
‘not only are we opposed to the present parliament because we are excluded, but because 
parliamentary-type representation in itself represents a very limited and narrow idea of 
democracy’ (1987, p. 82). The statement did not reject the value of the right to vote but 
portrayed ‘real’ democracy as something richer and more meaningful than voting in elections. 
A critique by member of the UDF National and Western Cape Executive, Andrew Boraine, on 
the insufficiency of ‘constitutions, voting procedures and competing political parties’ (1987, p. 
11), highlighted the movement’s concerns with issues beyond procedural democratic rights and 
pluralism. Neil Coleman, an MDM activist and editor of the UDF journal, Phambile 
commented: ‘it was inconceivable to us at the time that you would have a narrow form of 
formal, parliamentary democracy in which all those forms of democratic popular participation 
would simply disappear.’ (Interview, 20 February 2013).  
     Several interviewees involved in the UDF and civic organisation expressed that in the future 
they envisaged some measure of popular democratic control would be exercised at a local level 
(Mufamadi Interview, 26 November 2012; Masondo Interview, 13 March 2013; Mayekiso 
Interview, 8 April 2013; Cronin Interview, 27 November 2012; Tsenoli Interview, 11 March 
2013). Amos Masondo, an activist in the Soweto Civic Association, explained: 
The understanding really was that we were not struggling just to have people in 
parliament or in the legislatures. Ours was not a mere representative democracy but a 
democracy that, yes you would have to have elected people but an element of that 
would be [a] participatory kind of democracy. We would encourage, in between the 
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various elections, deep participatory processes that will ensure that, apart from the 
elected public representatives, people at a local level would still be engaged in 
activities. They won’t put everything aside and just wait for an election every five years 
but people would be involved at a local level to change their own lives. (Interview, 13 
March 2013). 
     The UDF’s stance was juxtaposed to ‘liberal approaches’ to democracy which, it argued, 
‘lay great stress on multi-party systems as opposed to supposedly “undemocratic” one-party 
states. A future, liberated SA may have a one-party or a multi-party system. That, for us, is not 
at all the most important question’ (UDF 1987a, p. 21). The UDF’s ideologues made a 
distinction between ‘real’ and ‘representative’ democracy (Boraine 1987, p. 8). The former 
constituted popular control, not via elites or professional politicians but by affected people 
themselves. The essence of democracy for the UDF lay not in contestation but in mass 
organisation (UDF 1987a, p. 22).  
     In terms of its intellectual inspiration, the pre-figurative discourse was rooted in a Marxist 
heritage. Some activists linked pre-figuration of the future to the Gramscian concept of an 
‘interregnum’: between the death of the old society and birth of the new (Coleman Interview, 
20 February 2013; Boraine 1987, p. 3). For others, the pre-figurative notion was associated 
with Marxist-inspired revolutions elsewhere. Radical democratic and revolutionary theory 
informed both the principle of active participation and inadequacy of representative 
democracy. A particular influence in this regard was the Sandinista revolution in Nicaragua. 
Murphy Morobe’s 1987 speech for the UDF drew on Nicaraguan revolutionaries’ proposal for 
a ‘permanent dynamic of people’s participation’ as an inspiration for South African ideas about 
democracy (1987, p. 83). UDF documents also suggest the influence of revolutions in 
Mozambique (UDF 1986b) and Vietnam (Tsenoli, Inteview: 11 March 2013; Coleman 
Interview: 20 February 2013; Cronin Interview: 27 November 2012), although Nicaragua in 
particular seems to have been studied with a view to its model of democracy.  
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     Although the term ‘participatory democracy’ itself was not always used to describe what 
was happening in South Africa, some activists were clear that people’s power was understood 
as just that (Cronin Interview, 27 November 2012). Boraine referred to people’s power as going 
beyond representative to include ‘direct and participatory democracy’ (1987, p. 8), while a 
document written in approximately 1986 on building and consolidating organs of people’s 
power in Mamelodi referred to these structures as ensuring ‘participatory democracy in the 
whole township’ (ANC London collection, undated c, p. 5). 
     At the same time, it was often the lived experience of exclusion more than normative 
democratic theory that generated a desire to create something which constituted the very 
antithesis of the existing system. Lechesa Tsenoli, who worked in youth and civic activism in 
Durban as well as being part of the ANC’s underground, commented:  
We were seeing our experiences of the apartheid state then, in the way it fragmented 
communities and it actually disempowered people by denying them of opportunities to 
participate in decision making, as something that we should not only remedy but we 
should ensure also that what comes into replacing it makes that as part of its modus 
operandi. (Interview, 11 March 2013).  
Deprivation not only of political rights but control over all aspects of people’s lives engendered 
a sense that democracy would entail popular control over all of those things. A 1988 discussion 
paper of the MDM stated that ‘true democracy is when all the people have a say over their 
daily lives and are able to determine it in their interests’ (Mamdoo 1988).  
     In terms of the participatory nature of the envisaged state, the practices and experience of 
the trade unions were also influential. Much more so than the civics, the independent trade 
unions were consciously building democratic structures (Cherry Interview, 3 October 2012; 
see also Glaser 1991, p. 109). The cross-pollination of ideas between union and civic 
organisation took place as a result of people such as Moses Mayekiso in the National Union of 
Metal Workers, the Congress of South African Trade Unions’ Chris Dlamini (Coleman 
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Interview, 20 February 2013; Tsenoli Interview, 11 March 2013) and Sam Ntuli of the National 
Union of Mineworkers (Coleman Interview, 20 February 2013). Mayekiso transferred his 
experience of building union shop steward committees and councils to his civic work in 
Alexandra where he felt similar structures could work (Interview, 8 April 2013). His 
interpretation of the role of the civic was akin to that of a trade union: a popular structure with 
layers of elected leadership in which the civic was given a mandate for action by communities 
(ibid.). 
     The extension of ideas about worker control and citizen participation can also be linked to 
the post-1960 emergence of the New Left internationally and resurrection of a participatory 
democratic discourse amongst socialist movements, intellectuals and students. Janet Cherry 
referred to an emerging ‘democratic socialist’ tradition amongst young intellectuals at home 
which was seen as a counter to the Marxist-Leninist and Stalinist influences emerging from the 
Soviet bloc (Interview, 3 October 2012). According to her, people within this group were 
reading ‘Gramsci, Laclau, Poulantzas, and European Marxists and debating hegemony and 
participation’ (ibid.). Cherry also commented that Rick Turner’s The Eye of the Needle (1972), 
which advanced ideas about worker control and participatory democracy, was very influential 
on that generation of student activists (Interview, 3 October 2012). Turner’s ideas about South 
Africa also sparked interest in models of worker control internationally (ibid.; Cronin 
Interview, 27 November 2012). 
     The influences of ‘workerist’ models of democracy can also be seen in some of the UDF’s 
language. A document presented at the UDF national workshop in 1990 drew on union-style 
democratic practices such as elected leadership, seeking mandates from members, regular 
report-backs and the ability to recall leaders (Moosa 1990, p. 11). These methods of organising 
in the civic context, however, did not always stem from ideological belief so much as being an 
effective way of addressing issues on the ground. 
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     It is notable that, in contrast, publications and documents from the ANC’s exile collection 
do not show traits of union-style organising, nor a desire to replicate workplace methods of 
representation. Although it would be incorrect to exaggerate the extent to which discussions in 
the MDM took place independently of those in exile, we can argue that such theorisation was 
not of equal concern across the movement. In general, the ANC’s external mission does not 
appear to have grappled to the same degree with the form of a future democracy, nor do they 
make the link, visible in UDF discourse, between mass organisations and democracy. While 
ANC statements made regular reference to ‘people’s power’, it was not developed further as a 
pre-figurative democratic model.  
A means of struggle and insurrection  
Another debate which shaped people’s power concerned the extent to which it was considered 
a means or an end of struggle: a method of challenging the state or an end goal in itself. From 
the perspective of the former, people’s power represented primarily a method of struggle - an 
effective weapon to both dislodge the regime and further revolutionary goals. For many 
activists, the priority was not theorising what would replace the current state but rather making 
the existing system unworkable (Coovadia Interview, 28 May 2013). Several interviewees 
involved in the UDF and its affiliates referred to organs of people’s power as being structures 
intended to mobilise and build capacity to fight the regime (Mashatile Interview, 21 February 
2013; Coovadia Interview, 28 May 2013; Boraine Interview, 21 May 2013), or, as Valli Moosa 
described, as ‘features of a low-level insurrection’ (Interview, 30 April 2013). 
A leader of the Atteridgeville-Sausville Residents Organisation observed that ‘What the 
community would look like after democracy was an academic question. The situation did not 
allow us to address it’ (cited in Steinberg 2000, p. 187). Former UDF General Secretary, Paul 
Mashatile also commented that ‘- in the main at the time it was more the capacity we needed 
to mobilise to fight against unjust laws, the apartheid regime, as opposed to building models 
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for the future … I think we didn’t build consciously a lot of those structures as models’ 
(Interview, 21 February 2013). Andrew Boraine, a proponent of the pre-figurative discourse at 
the time, remarked that he didn’t know how widespread the debates about a prefigurative 
democracy were, nor how many people were reading what was published about it (Interview, 
21 May 2013). He conceded with hindsight that people’s power was rather a means of making 
the system unworkable: 
You know we may theorise about them and, you know you can build people’s parks 
and - a lot of it is just symbolic ... it’s saying to the apartheid regime: ‘stuff you, 
we’re going to do what we want to do’, you know. And it was sometimes 
deliberately provocative to show that. And most of the time I would say they were 
strategies for mobilising participation in the struggle, which in itself is educating 
about democracy, but it wasn’t necessarily consciously about building the new 
society. I would be hesitant to kind of go that far (ibid.). 
 Janet Cherry also did not recall much discussion about ‘the nature of democracy’, 
noting that the idea of organs of people’s power was linked to a ‘revolutionary and 
insurrectionary objective; (Interview, 3 October 2012). Despite the existence of a UDF 
discourse on building a democratic alternative, another UDF article on ‘Building People’s 
Power’ emphasised that every issue must be approached ‘from a political standpoint. We must 
always ask what possibilities it has for advancing the struggle’ (1986a, p. 13).  
   Overlapping with this current but developing on its own trajectory was a discourse of armed 
struggle. For the ANC’s external mission, the years since 1976 had seen a sustained focus on 
popular insurrection as the driving force of success (Barrel 1993). In its strategy of people’s 
war, the creation and revival of popular structures, was driven essentially by the desire to create 
vehicles of insurrection. A paper of the ANC’s Zambia mission, entitled ‘Ungovernability and 
People’s Power’, stated: 
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- organs of popular power emerge and thrive in a situation of revolt, as a 
manifestation of the emergence and maturing of a revolutionary situations (sic), as 
part of the overall process towards armed insurrection. The tasks of these organs 
have come to concur with this strategic perspective. They are essentially organs of 
insurrection, or - in the period of the build-up - organs of people’s war. (ANC, 
Undated, p. 4) 
 Available ANC archival documentation on people’s war draws largely on the 
experience in Vietnam. Here, ‘liberated zones’ were established which, in addition to 
representing guerrilla bases, carried a pre-figurative element as ‘models of a new life of a new 
regime’ (ibid.). Views seem to have differed as to whether South Africa’s structures of people’s 
power represented a form of ‘liberated zone’ (Seedat Interview, 13 May 2013). Ben Turok, a 
member of the South African Communist Party (SACP) stationed in London, dismissed the 
notion that organs of people’s power were understood as structures of democracy - a view 
perhaps reflective of those for whom the aim of the struggle was taking state power: ‘In South 
Africa there was no prospect of liberated zones. So … the issues of empowerment or 
participation didn’t arise. Our conception was we would take over Pretoria.’ (Interview, 19 
February 2013). 
 It is not clear quite how widespread this more militarised view of popular power was, 
although Barrell argues that by 1986 it had become dominant amongst the ANC’s operational 
personnel (1993, ch. 9). The adoption of people’s war followed a reflection on the weakness 
of past strategy and marked an important shift in ANC thinking. No longer able to rely solely 
on an armed insurgency from without, domestic political organisation was to carry greater 
importance in revolutionary success (ibid.). The accompanying view of popular structures, 
however, was quite different to the pre-figurative narrative. Janet Cherry, a member of the 
ANC underground from 1982, noted that ANC strategy at the time was very much a Leninist 
one which drew heavily on the Soviet model (Interview, 3 October 2012). This discourse of 
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participation was not one in which a language of democracy featured. Rather, through 
appropriating popular structures as vehicles of insurrection, there was a sense of their strategic 
utility. The ANC’s notes on the Vietnamese experience drew on how recruitment into armed 
units relied on the masses to provide an ‘inexhaustible source of supply’ (ANC London 
collection, undated b).  
 The ANC’s call to ‘make South Africa ungovernable’ (Mayibuye 1984) also appealed 
to an informal insurrection amongst a largely urban youth, who saw people’s power as an 
opportunity for the overthrow of order rather than a breeding ground for democracy. In 
Alexandra, Bozzoli describes how some individuals invoked practices of coercion and violence 
(2004, p. 96), inflicting a reign of terror on the community in which ordinary, often older, 
members became fearful of the actions of the youth (ibid., p. 131-42). The lack of political and 
economic homogeneity within communities resulted in what Simpson describes as incidents of 
‘forced mobilisation’ in the conduct of popular campaigns (2009, p.168) and ‘coercion directed 
at members of rival political groups’ (ibid., p.167). 
 Perpetrators of these types of activity often fell outside of formal organisational control 
(Seekings 1993 cited in Bozzoli 2004, p.109). Yet, although the ANC’s provision of tactical 
direction to popular uprisings remained wanting (Barrell 1993, ch. 9; Ellis 2012: 212, 225-6), 
young comrades nonetheless drew strength from the movement’s discourse (Simpson 2009, 
p.169). Often, they understood their actions as part of the ANC-led struggle. While neither the 
ANC nor UDF openly condoned popular violence, suggestions of the movement’s 
encouragement of intimidation and punishment (Jeffery 2009: 127, 134, 136) and their 
sanctioning of violence and retaliation (Mufson 1990: 97), are not altogether unfair. A 
document on armed struggle from the ANC’s 1985 conference not only insinuated that some 
targets were legitimate but recommended that, when captured by guerrillas, the ‘hated puppets, 
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police’ should be dealt with ‘publicly’ as part of a process of ‘political mobilisation’ (1985a, 
p. 4).  
 The language of insurrection also reinforced the subjective nature of informal authority. 
An element of people’s power was the establishment of ‘people’s courts’ – a form of alternative 
justice to deal with a range of community disputes. Yet there are inconsistent interpretations of 
the role of people’s courts. While some accounts relay the support they received from 
communities (Seekings 1990, p. 126), others highlight their arbitrary issuing of punishment 
(Bozzoli 2004, p. 141, 149-156; Marks 2001, pp. 95-8), lashing of offenders (Seekings 1990, 
p. 128) and infused political bias (Steinberg 2000, p. 185). The combination of these assorted 
interests produced not a consistent or well-defined model of popular control and democracy, 
but a discourse which vacillated between insurrectionary objectives, local initiatives, political 
mobilisation and the overthrow of order. 
Marxism-Leninism 
Marxist influence in the ANC comprised not only a variety of currents but was found across 
all strands of the movement. Notions of radical democracy, revolution and the active 
participation of the people derive from the Marxist tradition. Although we must be cautious in 
attributing particular characteristics to those ‘in exile’, the influence of Marxism-Leninism was 
indeed more visible here than in the MDM. The ideas informing the adoption of people’s war 
were informed not only by strategic interests but debates in revolutionary theory. The ANC’s 
adherence to revolutionary path informed predominantly by Marxism-Leninism had 
considerable bearing on its democratic vision. Thus, although people’s power was shaped 
partly by local experiences, the theoretical formulations and experiences of revolution 
internationally also provided a framework for interpreting popular struggle.  
     In exile, much of the theorising on people’s power and democracy seems to have been 
undertaken by the ANC’s Political Commission. In 1986 it produced a discussion paper entitled 
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Ungovernability and People’s Power which, although left anonymous, is referred to in a 
separate paper as a ‘Political Commission Discussion Document’ (ANC PC 1986, p. 6). The 
document states its aim as being to ‘establish broad guidelines’ for the further advancement of 
people’s power and is notably described as ‘a response to the request of activists on the ground’ 
(ANC undated). It also depicts people’s power as a replacement democratic authority for the 
structures of the old order (ibid, p. 1).  
     The seizure of power by the people was linked by the ANC to the process of ‘National 
Democratic Revolution’ (NDR), a concept emerging from the idea of a two-stage revolution in 
which liberation would bring about a period of ‘national democracy’ to pave the way for 
socialism. The ANC’s description of the power envisaged in NDR bears a strong resemblance 
to Lenin’s conception of the ‘dual power’ established by the Paris Communards in 1871 and, 
later, the Russian Soviets. Both emphasise the seizure of state power and mass character of the 
struggle, as well as its distinction from parliamentary ‘bourgeois’ revolutions (ANC undated, 
Lenin 1917). 
     Like South Africa’s organs of people’s power, the source of the alternative power described 
by Lenin is the Soviets – ‘the direct initiative of the people from below, in their local areas’ 
(1917). The ANC’s Political Commission encouraged a structure not dissimilar to the Soviets 
in which ‘the Street and Area Committees should link up in a pyramid fashion and form a 
central people’s organ’ (ANC PC 1986). As these committees were formed in South Africa, 
this is precisely how they were structured, with a large number of yard, block or section 
committees at the base of the pyramid, moving upwards to a decreasing number of street 
committees, and an area committee or council. 
    However, the organs of people’s power in this conception were only democratic in so far as 
they incorporated everyone, elected their representatives, and involved active participation. 
They were not multi-interest forums or pluralist structures but rather imbued with a 
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‘revolutionary task’ (ANC undated, p. 19). Moreover, the very same document also stated that 
‘the vanguard movement should be so firmly in control that political distinction between the 
ANC and the popular organs becomes non-existent’ (ibid., p.18)! In this sense, they were 
viewed not as autonomous forms of popular power, nor as structures (even embryos) of local 
democracy, but as appendages of the liberation movement. Just as the soviets themselves were 
eventually subjected to the central control of the Bolshevik Party, one wonders whether such 
centralised control was also envisaged by the ANC. While the movement’s direct control over 
popular structures may have been limited, its belief in an externally-led revolution nonetheless 
remained steadfast. Indeed, Barrell contends that the ultimate failure of the ANC to instigate a 
popularly-based armed struggle resulted from the lack of any real degree of autonomy granted 
to those inside the country (1993, ch. 9). A revolution led by the vanguard trumped the 
cultivation of popular initiative. 
     Inside the country, though discussed less openly, similar conceptual inspirations were 
present amongst the movement. Activists were influenced by ideologies relating to state power 
and revolutionary change, in particular the works of Marx (Seedat Interview, 13 May 2013; 
Mashatile Interview, 21 February 2013; Carrim Interview, 16 January 2013; Steinberg 2000, 
p. 187-8). In Alexandra, Mzwanele Mayekiso, brother of Moses Mayekiso, compared the 
Alexandra Action Committee (AAC) to the Paris Commune (1996, p. 83). Rashid Seedat, who 
was involved in youth organisation in the Indian community, indicated the strong influence of 
the Soviet model within the ANC and UDF (Interview, 13 May 2013). In particular, he referred 
to the models of the Paris Commune and Russian Soviets as informing the theorisation of 
people’s power:   
- you know when Lenin called ‘all power to the soviets’? Now it was the same kind 
of thing. And the soviets were worker councils in Russia, and saying that in a 
socialist democracy the workers exercise power via their workers’ councils. So [it’s] 
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a similar kind of notion of saying power should be exercised by the people in their 
own local organs. That was very much the kind of thinking … (ibid.). 
     That these theoretical linkages were not drawn on more publicly is understandable. The 
opportunities available to the UDF as a result of its legal status were not something it would 
wish to jeopardise. As Seedat explained, the UDF would need to ‘temper’ what it said (ibid.). 
There was also a lack of uniformity in revolutionary inspiration. Some activists were influenced 
by the Soviet Union and East Germany, as well as by African states such as Zimbabwe, 
Mozambique and Angola (Mashatile Interview, 21 February 2013). For others, the revolutions 
in Latin America made more of an impression (Boraine Interview, 21 May 2013).  
        What is possible to identify, however, is that different strands of Marxism carried more 
weight in some parts of the movement than in others. The SACP had very close ties with 
Moscow and examination of the syllabus and lectures of the ANC’s Department of Political 
Education indicates its focus on socialist content, including the example of the Soviet Union 
(ANC DPE 1986-88). The syllabus also dealt with nationalist ideology - a reflection of the 
ANC’s intellectual heritage - and referred specifically to ‘the cross-pollination of ideas between 
communism and nationalism’ (ANC DPE 1989). Some individuals in the UDF were also 
members of the SACP, and so the influence of Marxism-Leninism – and through it 
revolutionary strategy – undoubtedly seeped into the internal movement through underground 
structures and academia. The document from Lusaka providing guidelines for advancing 
people’s power itself seems to have been issued in response to requests from domestic activists 
(ANC undated).  The influence of Marxism amongst those at home, however, incorporated a 
greater variety of currents. Within the MDM, alternatives to orthodox Marxism-Leninism were 
also taking root. 
Alternative currents of Marxism 
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One of the most significant of these was the work of Italian Marxist, Antonio Gramsci, whose 
ideas were influential on many UDF activists (Carrim Interview, 16 January 2013; Cherry 
Interview, 3 October 2012; Tsenoli Interview, 11 March 2013; Moosa Interview, 30 April 
2013). Although Gramscian inspiration was apparent in ideas about pre-figurative democracy, 
his work seems primarily to have been influential in revolutionary theory and the practice of 
struggle (Moosa Interview, 30 April 2013; Cherry Interview, 3 October 2013). Gramsci’s 
notion of ‘hegemony’ (1971) involved the building of an ideological consensus in forging a 
popular and collective will. UDF strategy, according to Houston (1999), reflected Gramsci’s 
‘war of position’ - a concept based on waging a battle for hegemony through persuasion rather 
than force. 
 Notably, however, the Gramscian influence on activists at home was not identifiable in 
exile discourse - likely a result of the stronger influence of Moscow and Gramsci’s location 
outside of orthodox Leninism. The SACP, in particular, exhibited little awareness of Western 
Marxist ideas and regarded as suspicious and ‘heterodox’ the socialist alternatives to Marxism-
Leninism. In 1985 the ANC highlighted its own unease that the working class was ‘bedevilled 
with various ideological tendencies which are harmful to the development of the national 
liberation struggle’ (ANC 1985b, p. 3). It also expressed concern at the lack of a ‘clear political 
perspective’ amongst the expanding civic and community organisations (ANC 1985c).  
 The influence within the ANC camp of varying strands of Marxism is reflected in a 
comment by Yunus Carrim, who described the UDF’s view of a ‘people’s democracy’ as 
following a more Gramscian approach, whereas that in exile was more ‘neo-Stalinist’ 
(Interview, 16 January 2013). Interestingly, Ben Turok, a member of the SACP senior 
leadership in exile, suggested that ideological and theoretical difference resulted in the UDF 
being seen as a threat by some in the Party leadership (Interview, 19 February 2013). The 
Front’s cross-class nature and approach to revolutionary struggle went against the grain of 
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Leninist theory, which held the view that narrowly economic struggles of the trade unions 
‘could divert the working class from revolutionary activity’ (Houston 1999, p. 16). 
    This conceptual division was quite possibly linked to the split between Marxism-Leninism 
and alternative Left currents which incorporated Lenin’s dispute with his detractors, 
Luxemburg and Trotsky. Their concern was that the presence of a ‘vanguard’ may frustrate 
rather than advance revolution (Geras 1972). It is therefore likely that this spoke to the 
contestation between Leninism and ‘workerist’ positions in the MDM. The need for a 
revolutionary vanguard movement to guide mass struggle was a Leninist view held by Lusaka 
and underpinned the ANC’s military strategy and insurrectionary view of popular power. 
Amongst workerists, it was the trade unions and workers’ councils, that constituted the primary 
vehicles for revolutionary change – a position which gained ground in the South African labour 
and civic movements. In the case of the civics, this manifested in the neighbourhood self-
government of the street and area committees. Visible in these structures was the councillist 
tradition of a pyramid structure of people’s councils or committees (Glaser 1998, p. 35 and 
1991, pp. 113-4). Like the Soviets, they were inspired by the model of the Paris Commune, but 
deviated from the Bolsheviks by rooting power in local committees rather than in the Party 
(Schecter 1994, pp. 92-5).  
 Differences in conceptual orientation between the ANC-SACP and MDM thus 
mirrored divisions within Marxist theory. Jeremy Cronin, who was active in the UDF as well 
as later reintegrating into the underground SACP, commented on the presence of a ‘school of 
thought’ within the ANC that saw popular power as ‘a potential threat to the ANC and return 
of its hegemony’ (Interview, 27 November 2012). Moses Mayekiso also referred to the 
presence of some individuals returning from imprisonment or exile being uncomfortable with 
the bottom-up structures of the civics and feeling that there was ‘too much power from below 
(Interview, 8 April 2013). The construction of Operation Vula from mid-1986 in a sense 
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intervened in this conundrum. Vula was a final attempt by the ANC to strengthen its 
underground presence by secretly moving members of its senior leadership back into South 
Africa (Barrell 1993, Simpson 2016, p. 406, 428).  
 Yet, while Vula perhaps introduced the notion that insurrection ‘[could not] be led from 
afar’ (Barrell 1993), it was not a retraction of the fundamental underpinnings of the ANC’s 
view of popular struggle: that revolution was both necessary and inevitable, and that armed 
struggle was its central requirement (ibid.). There was equally no shift in the dominant feature 
in ANC strategy of the need for vanguard leadership. Despite cadres from the ANC’s armed 
units flagging the failure of ANC strategy to ‘draw in the masses’, and instead encouraging 
passive spectators (National Preparatory Committee 1985 cited in Simpson 2016, p. 351), its 
appreciation of the role of domestic struggle remained paired with the belief that an 
underground needed to be built ‘from top-down’ (Barrell 1993).2 As Ivan Pillay, a key player 
in operational command, admitted: ‘Vula was not an attempt to plant new leaders inside the 
county but rather to shape internal leaders key decisions’ (cited in Butler 2008, p. 230). 
     This insistence on a top-down impetus to the mushrooming of people’s power detracted 
from the home-grown ideas amongst some activists centred on grassroots community 
organising and pre-figurative democracy. As such, neither the tensions in strategy and tactics 
nor in the conceptual underpinnings of popular struggle, created a unified theory of people’s 
power or a uniform democratic vision, but rather prevented the consolidation of a coherent 
participatory democratic model.    
Role of Intellectuals 
A particularly important role in the theorisation of people’s power was played by leading 
intellectuals and ideologues – a factor often overlooked in the ‘bottom-up’ thesis of people’s 
                                                      
2 Ellis, notably, argues that the idea of Vula originated with the SACP and that a number of its command were 
Party insurrectionists (2012: 233-4). 
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power. Within the UDF, these individuals were especially influential in developing ideas about 
democracy. Often, they held multiple memberships and allegiances (between the UDF, civics, 
trade unions, and ANC and SACP underground) and so it is not possible to link ideas to 
individuals in an isolated manner. Nonetheless, personal and intellectual influences were 
important to the spread of ideas.  
     Prior to 1985, the UDF had been largely disconnected from local material struggles, 
focusing instead on the campaign against the tricameral elections. Indeed, Seekings has argued 
that the township revolt in September 1984 took the UDF somewhat by surprise (Interview, 19 
February 2013) and that the structures which had emerged by 1985 were not yet linked to any 
national liberation agenda (Seekings 1991). Mark Swilling, at the time a leading member of 
the NGO, Planact, which supported civic organisations in urban consumption struggles, 
contends that the prefigurative discourse of people’s power was developed by people within 
the UDF who ‘now had to develop a theory for all of this in terms of national liberation’:  
So they brought in a discourse of pre-figurative people’s power in order to create a 
political language that they laid over these local struggles. And some of the local 
leaders who were connected into those networks would absorb that language to just 
legitimize what they were doing. But most of them, it was just a struggle for, against 
eviction, for land, consumer boycotts, boycott services, etc. (Interview, 20 February 
2013). 
 Not everybody therefore took a theoretical approach, or at least not initially, to what 
became known as ‘people’s power’. For many participants, local revolt was about material 
struggle. Janet Cherry, who herself undertook research in Kwazakele near Port Elizabeth, 
suggests that activities were being driven at the local level. While the UDF’s theorists were 
writing about people’s power and what it meant, she commented: ‘people here weren’t reading 
that stuff; they were just doing it. They were saying we are making the township ungovernable, 
we are taking control, putting into place our own structures, and so on’ (Interview, 3 October 
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2012). Seekings also suggests that the notion of ‘people’s power’ became a good way for the 
UDF to ‘package’ what was taking place (Interview, 19 February 2013). 
 From the archives of the UDF and ANC it is very difficult to ascertain the extent to 
which local affiliates and participants were reading theoretical texts or were influenced by 
similar ideas to the Front’s intellectual activists. Raymond Suttner, who wrote for the UDF 
journal Isizwe and contributed to the theorisation of people’s power, conceded that ‘I’m an 
intellectual and I make a lot of it. But for a lot of people … it’s just a very practical thing’ 
(Interview, 25 October 2012). The shortage of documented records on more localised activity 
is perhaps one explanation for the primary focus of many accounts on regional- and national-
level discourse. Nonetheless, the ideas which surfaced through ideologues such as Raymond 
Suttner and Jeremy Cronin, Mark Swilling argues, ‘became the official ideology of the UDF’ 
(Interview, 20 February 2013).  
 In 1986, Suttner, along with Cronin, spearheaded an influential campaign to popularise 
the Freedom Charter through the celebration of its thirty-year anniversary. Although the UDF 
did not officially adopt the Charter until 1987, the anniversary was used to develop a theoretical 
connection between people’s power and the Charter’s democratic demands. Cronin noted that 
it was ‘an attempt to go back to those roots – the last period of sustained popular mobilisation 
… the Congress of the People, the collection of demands and so forth, were all attempts to stir 
up an alternative form of democracy and participation by people to talk about their, you know, 
what they wanted’ (Interview, 27 November 2012). 
 The clause of the Charter which referred to replacing structures of minority rule with 
‘democratic organs of self-government’ was resurrected in the 1987 campaign as a 
representation of precisely what was taking place: ‘The Charter says that all bodies of minority 
rule shall be scrapped and replaced by democratic organs of people's power. The democratic 
organs being built today by our people in the towns, villages and factories will lay the basis for 
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the government of the people’ (UDF 1987b). What Cronin and Suttner sought to achieve was 
a correlation in theory and practice between people’s power, on the one hand, and the Freedom 
Charter’s vision of democracy, on the other. Suttner made the following comment about the 
way in which this connection was made:  
At the objective level what it meant for me as an intellectual was for the first time I 
was seeing the ‘popular’ in the masses, in creativity; and the way they conducted 
themselves led me to think that the meaning of the Freedom Charter was being re-
read … [T]he emphasis had been on the vote. Now the activities were not 
emphasising the national parliament … and what I interpreted it to mean, and what 
some of them – they didn’t have the same theoretical interest as I had – but what 
some people said, as I say, what we are doing in Uitenhage in street committees is 
implementing the first clause of the Freedom Charter. (Interview, 25 October 2012). 
 While it was not at all clear that the drafters of the Charter had envisaged ‘democratic 
organs of self-government’ as participatory democratic institutions, some of the movement’s 
theorists sought to attach a new but organic meaning to the term.  
 Although the pre-figurative and radical democratic interpretation of people’s power 
was inspired by popular grassroots activity, the concept and term itself seems to have originated 
with the movement’s intellectuals who sought to theorise what was taking place. Seekings 
referred to the frequent quotation of the speech by the UDF’s acting publicity secretary, 
Murphy Morobe in 1987 which referred to people’s power as pre-figurative. However, he 
interestingly doubted very much that it was written by Morobe, instead citing someone such as 
Andrew Boraine as a possible author (Interview, 19 February). Similarly, the oft-cited speech 
by Zwelakhe Sisulu, People’s Education for People’s Power (1986), seems to have been 
mostly written, according to Suttner, by Neil Coleman who he described as ‘a very important 
invisible theorist’ (Interview, 25 October 2012). 
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 It is thus not evident whether the theorising that activists undertook during the 1980s is 
an accurate reflection of what most people experienced or envisaged. For many participants, 
people’s power was a very practical thing. It is also possible that some people were merely 
keen to highlight the bogus nature of the ‘democracy’ proffered by the state as opposed to 
offering a vision of their own. Boraine conceded that he didn’t know how widespread the 
debates about a pre-figurative democracy were, or how many people were reading what was 
published about it (Interview, 21 May 2013). Boraine, who in a 1987 study of Mamelodi 
township had presented people’s power quite unambiguously as pre-figurative participatory 
democracy, was cautious with hindsight about overstating that connection (ibid.). 
 Many of the activists involved in the street and area committees were not the same 
people as the UDF’s national or provincial leadership. Even at the most local level, distinctions 
existed between the strata of activists/organisers and the individuals in communities who 
carried out popular directives. A case in point is popular justice: For many of its advocates, the 
establishment of ‘people’s courts’ embodied notions of social cohesion, accountability and 
rehabilitation. Yet in practice they sometimes resorted to violence, terror and the arbitrary 
issuing of punishments. As Bozzoli’s account of Alexandra reflects (2004), the liberation 
narrative of the ANC could be re-interpreted quite differently on the ground.  
 While the discourse linking people’s power to a pre-figurative radical democracy 
became dominant in the UDF, it was not uniformly adopted across the ANC camp. Moreover, 
the Front’s leading ideologues were not the same as those of the ANC itself. The symbolism 
of the ANC and its discourse of armed revolt most certainly infused domestic political circles 
(Simpson 2009), but, in exile, the ANC had its own intellectuals. This included individuals 
such as ANC Department of Information and Publicity member and Head of Radio Freedom,3 
                                                      
3 As a banned organisation, the ANC was largely reliant on the broadcasts of Radio Freedom, alongside contacts 
with the UDF, to communicate with its domestic support base (Elis 2012: 211).   
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Pallo Jordan; editor of the ANC publication, Mayibuye, Joel Netshitenzhe; and the SACP 
intellectual and senior leader, Joe Slovo. The tone of the publications emerging from exile, and 
from the Lusaka headquarters in particular, did not always have the same focus as those of the 
UDF. Suttner remarked of the pre-figurative thesis: 
I don’t know whether people in Lusaka did that because sometimes the ANC 
statements would say what we are going to do is we are going to establish a state of 
people’s power. Now, when they talked about that they were really talking about 
smashing the apartheid state and having some sort of ANC-led government … 
[W]hat that meant for the direct, local, I don’t think they had thought out that. 
(Interview, 25 October 2012). 
      The approach of Lusaka versus the UDF, however, perhaps differed only in content. The 
latter’s attempt to mould popular activity to fit a theory of pre-figurative democracy was 
matched in the military pillar by the co-option of popular organs into a strategy of insurrection. 
As such, although people’s power manifested on the ground, it was informed and shaped by 
the movement more broadly – by underground cadres, UDF activists, intellectuals, civic 
leaders, grassroots participants and the movement in exile. Moreover, although we are able to 
identify many common threads, people were also influenced by strategic priorities and 
variations in ideological thought. This, alongside their own lived experiences, produced 
nuances in both the interpretation of people’s power and the movement’s view of the normative 
alternative to liberal democracy.  
Activist discourse and community organising 
Alongside national-level discourses a series of more localised meanings were imparted to 
popular organisation. In some senses these narratives are distinct to those outlined already in 
that they can be attributed to the more localised experiences of the civic movement. Suttner, 
for example, argues that the activities of grassroots affiliates did not always ‘fit’ with dominant 
theoretical formulations (2004, p. 692). As a result, their discourses are often less identifiable 
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in ‘official’ ANC and UDF literature. This is not to say that local understandings were 
impervious to the liberation context. Activists and participants absorbed the ANC’s narrative, 
and the language and imagery of liberation permeated the structures that emerged. Moreover, 
engagement in local struggles did not preclude the desire to see existing state institutions 
replaced with non-racial, democratic ones. However, by focusing merely on the national 
political role of popular activity, we risk overlooking some of the specific meanings that 
participants imparted to these activities.  
 A prominent influence in this regard was the applied theory of community organising. 
Overall, this aspect of people’s power is not visible in official ANC publications or in those 
statements of the UDF focused on national political change. They are also not drawn upon on 
in detailed accounts such as that of Jeffery (2009), in which the anarchy and terror of the period 
seem to be given undue emphasis. Rather, discussion about the model and application of 
community organising took place on the ground. In the first place, the organisation of 
communities entailed a process of confronting the challenges that impact on their daily lives. 
Paul Mashatile, then a member of the Alexandra Youth Congress (AYCO), referred to the 
importance of mobilising people around the issues that affect them, rather than drawing on 
abstract theories:  
I think we learned then sooner that if you mobilise people for the revolution, for them 
it’s not an ideological thing and a concept, they want something that touches them. If 
you want to say to them the revolution is about a better life, you better show that you 
are dealing with what is bad at the time. (Interview, 21 February 2013). 
 In tackling basic demands, Valli Moosa who worked as a political activist in Lenasia 
described how links were then drawn between bread and butter issues and the political system: 
‘Importantly, you're doing constructive things but you're also consciously all of the time 
reminding people that the reason for this is because you've got a government that doesn't care 
about us, and we're living in an unfair society’ (Interview, 30 April 2013). The discourse of 
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community organising thus differed in its emphasis and inspiration to that of political liberation 
and revolution. It drew not on a grand narrative of NDR but on concrete local experiences and 
the inequalities of everyday living. The democratic ethos it came to embody was informed by 
practical experience and direct benefits as much, if not more, than normative democratic 
theory. 
 This is not to say that its inspiration was entirely home grown. Activists involved in 
community organising were also influenced by global experience. An influential document at 
the time was a 1978 manual for organisers in the Philippines entitled ‘Organising People for 
Power’ (Seekings 2000, pp. 56-7 and Interview, 19 February 2013; Cherry Interview, 3 
October 2012). According to Seekings, this was used by South African civics to build popular 
initiatives around local issues, drawing on the material needs of communities and their 
psychological empowerment (2000, pp. 58-9). The manual emphasised both the potential for 
participants’ psychological liberation and the need to organise on the basis of ‘real and felt 
problems’ (Maglaya 1978, p. 4). 
 Lechesa Tsenoli (Interview, 11 March 2013) and Janet Cherry (2000) referred to ‘Rules 
for Radicals’ written in 1972 by American community organiser, Saul Alinsky, whose work 
involved guidance for activists on the empowerment of low-income communities. 
Interestingly, Alinsky sought to separate the notion of ‘revolution’ from ideology, and from 
communism in particular, seeing it instead as being about challenging inequality: about the 
‘haves’ and ‘have-nots’ (Alinsky 1972, pp. 9-10). Both Tsenoli (Interview, 11 March 2013) 
and Cherry (2000, pp. 25-6) also remarked on the influence of community development and 
re-investment initiatives in the USA which promoted active citizenship and democracy around 
social needs such as inner-city housing. In South Africa, the AAC’s establishment of popular 
structures in Alexandra was not only part of the national liberation struggle; its stated aims also 
included elimination of illiteracy, adult education, assisting the unemployed to earn money, 
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after-school care and family housing (Mayekiso 1988, File 9, HH8). It was also noted that the 
formation of yard committees was welcomed as a way to bring people together, reduce 
community and ethnic conflict (Tshabalala 1988, pp. 3730-1) and resolve differences as well 
as find solutions to shared problems (see Bozzoli 2004, pp. 194-5).  
 The Brazilian educator, Paulo Freire, whose work emphasised the empowering and 
liberating potential of education, was also influential in South Africa (Tsenoli Interview, 11 
March 2013; Coleman Interview, 20 February 2013; Cherry Interview, 3 October 2012). 
Freirian pedagogy involved the conscientisation of the oppressed, emphasising the importance 
of adult and popular education in the establishment of democracy (Infed undated). In this sense, 
people’s power introduced something that was not only participatory (in the sense of political 
decision-making being the realm of ordinary people) but transformative, facilitating what 
Pateman describes as ‘the development of the social and political capacities of each individual’ 
(1970, p. 43). 
 As such, people’s power was not only understood as a vehicle of revolutionary strategy, 
or even a form of participatory democracy, but in terms of more direct benefits of social 
welfare, cohesion and upliftment. Janet Cherry, who was working on an adult education project 
during 1985-6, did not recall people saying that the formation of street and area committees 
was going to be about democracy, per se. However, she did note that those structures were 
used to facilitate education: ‘to empower people further through offering them literacy skills, 
numeracy, life skills, political education, access to information, and so on’ (Interview, 3 
October 2012). Even the National Education Crisis Committee’s campaign for ‘people’s 
education’, which played to both the liberation nationalism of the ANC and the popular 
militancy of the classroom boycott, drew on ideas of building the new society through 
education and shaping people to become citizens (Sisulu 1986). 
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 There is, of course, little doubt that, in turn, the establishment of popular structures also 
made many participants more optimistic about the prospects of liberation. Like many activists, 
Tsenoli made a connection between the attainment of democracy and a Charterist future 
(Interview, 11 March 2013). Cas Coovadia similarly saw people’s power as being part of a 
struggle to overthrow the government and replace it with a democratic one under the ANC’s 
leadership (Interview, 28 May 2013). The ideological and strategic direction of popular 
structures, however, was not always their sole or most important feature. Coovadia, for 
example, insisted that a key element of people’s power was the building of accountable and 
empowered structures:  
We were absolutely clear ... that these were democratically elected structures that 
formed the bedrock of the strategic direction given to the organisations that represented 
them and I think under very difficult conditions we worked very hard to maintain their 
democratic content and to ensure that they were reported to, they informed, and they 
did participate in a very real way in developing strategy for the work we needed to do. 
(Interview, 28 May 2013). 
 Not dissimilarly, Uitenhage Civic leader, Weza Made emphasised how people were 
both learning democracy and making decisions about their lives:  
They must learn to participate over their problems. And the struggle and the way to 
govern and street committees is where all the people are participating. It's where they 
are producing the people's power. It is where they will learn to govern themselves and 
making decisions about what they need or what they desire for the future of this 
country. (Interview, undated).  
 This strand of people’s power thus exhibited a degree of agency and education, not 
present in the narrative from Lusaka. Coovadia remarked on the culture of self-help it 
engendered; of enabling people to both identify problems and come up with solutions: ‘I swear 
I can’t remember a single flat committee or street committee where someone stood up and said, 
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“Comrade Cas, what are you going to do for us?” It was always “We have identified the 
problem here. How are you going to work with us to actually deal with this problem?”’ 
(Interview, 28 May 2013). It therefore also entailed a culture of initiative and organisation in 
which communities filled the gap left by the state. Suttner observed that ‘people who 
participated in some of these things would just think the police are not going to solve problems 
for us. The comrades are more likely to and so it would be just a practical thing: … I want 
safety’ (Interview, 25 October 2012). 
 A related current involved civics negotiating with the authorities to improve provision 
of state services, a tradition which preceded the UDF’s discourse of pre-figurative democracy. 
Thozamile Botha of the Port Elizabeth Black Civic Organisation (PEBCO) noted that ‘as far 
back as 1979 PEBCO sent a number of delegations to meet with the East Cape Administration 
Board’ (1992, p. 69). In Alexandra, the AAC set itself up as a democratic organisation that 
wanted recognition from local state administrators (Mayekiso 1988, pp. 3017-8) and to 
represent the community and their problems to the authorities (Bapela 1988, p. 3966, Mdakane 
1988, p. 2135). Both of these approaches, however, were not without internal debate. Tensions 
existed within the ANC camp over the extent to which service provision by civics and 
negotiation with the authorities were simply ‘reformist’ (UDF NWC 1986). The ANC, for 
example, emphasised: ‘We are not fighting and are not dying in order to have a better system 
of waste disposal. We are engaged in struggle for the inalienable right to govern our country 
in all its parts’ (ANC NEC 1986). The line emerging from Lusaka thus discouraged civics from 
this approach, placing focus instead of the ultimate objective of liberation. 
Conclusion 
This paper has sought to show the multiple influences on the concept of people’s power as well 
as the variations in understanding and practice that existed amongst its protagonists. Analysis 
of its underlying ideas reveals people power to be neither a strategic ‘creation’ of the ANC, nor 
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the conceptual preserve of domestic organisation alone. Rather, it drew on the ideas, 
experiences and intellectual currents of the broader liberation movement. While cadres and 
activists at home and abroad saw themselves as part of ‘the ANC’, their multifarious 
backgrounds, organisational allegiances, strategic priorities and lived experience contributed 
to a phenomenon of popular power that was far from conceptually coherent. 
 Perhaps the most dominant influence on the ANC during the 1980s was Marxism-
Leninism. It pervaded the movement’s official discourse and, although most discernable in its 
exiled contingent, it filtered into the UDF and civic movement. Amongst domestic activists 
and intellectuals, Gramsci’s ideas were also prevalent, as was a broader democratic socialist 
tradition which posed an alternative to Marxism-Leninism. Within the trade union movement, 
whose ideas began to transfer to community and civic organisations, a socialist tradition was 
also emerging which was increasingly distanced from Leninist doctrine and the leanings of the 
ANC’s alliance partner, the SACP. It was from alternative Marxist currents that a discourse of 
pre-figurative radical democracy entered people’s power.  
 Although the ideas of exiled and domestic activists overlapped and informed one 
another, they also exhibited some conceptual discomfort. Differences existed between the role 
of people’s power as a means and an end of struggle, and inconsistencies are visible in the role 
attributed to the vanguard versus popular structures. These tensions left unresolved the amount 
of leeway for popular control such that intellectual disputes in the underlying theory were 
mirrored in people’s power itself. Academics and ideologues in the movement had 
considerable conceptual influence on ideas about bottom-up democracy, but it remains 
questionable that the discourse of radical democracy developed by these individuals accurately 
reflected the understanding and experience of those involved. 
 Simultaneously, peoples power was a movement of local communities. In contrast to 
discourses and statements of the liberation movement, for many activists and civics, it was not 
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primarily or even partially linked to revolutionary objectives or normative democratic thought. 
Rather, people’s power was an expression of localised forms of struggle, often linked to activist 
discourses and/or community organising around material issues. While grassroots participants 
were not impervious to pre-figurative thinking or the national liberation narrative, they were 
also not prevented from interpreting people’s power simply as an educative and empowering 
experience or a practical means of self-help. 
 The realisation of radical democracy in South Africa was of course impacted by timing. 
The fall of the Soviet bloc in 1989 and discrediting of socialism internationally triggered a shift 
in the ANC toward the acceptance of liberal democracy, thus unravelling the vision of those in 
its ranks who had foreseen a radical democratic future. The unfolding of this process into the 
early 1990s, and watering down of the people’s power vision into a predominantly 
representative democratic system, form the subject of separate research.4 Its roots, however, 
can be traced to nuances in the very interpretation of people’s power explored in the preceding 
discussion. The presence of conceptual tension and absence of a uniform theory of people’s 
power themselves posed an obstacle to its translation into institutional form and limited its 
ultimate  potential as a clear model for a democratic future. 
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